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ZEPHANIAH KINGSLEY, NONCONFORMIST
(1765-1843)
by P HILIP S. M AY

After extensive travels and successful commercial
operations in the British Isles, Africa, the West
Indies, and North and South America, Zephaniah
Kingsley, at the age of thirty-eight, brought to
Florida in 1803 his unusual menage and here lived
out the remaining forty years of an active, colorful
life. During this period while Florida was first a
Spanish colony and then a territory of the United
States, he had a prominent part in its commercial
and political affairs.
His principal business activities had long been
in the slave trade, and they continued to be. The
salubrious climate and fertile soil of Florida offered
a locale particularly suited to the carefully considered methods by which he carried on this unusual
business. Spain was offering large inducements to
colonists with slaves and money. It was than (1803)
expected that the Congress of the United States,
as soon as permitted under the constitution, would
prohibit the importation of slaves. That expectation was made a reality by the Act of March 7, 1807.
The historical background undoubtedly influenced
Kingsley in the selection of his permanent home.
When the Floridas returned to Spain in 1783
there was a nearly complete exodus of the few English colonists and the many Tories who had fled
there from the revolted colonies and made East
Florida more populous and prosperous than it ever
was as a Spanish colony. Spain had always looked
upon Florida as a protective barrier for her vast
colonies to the south, but being in her usual financial
distress she was incapable of providing adequate
forces for that protection.
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The English agriculturists had demonstrated the
productivity of the soil, and now the Spanish
adopted the liberal colonization policy which had
been successful for England in Florida, hoping thus
to provide a barrier that would produce as well as
protect. But instead of developing a colony of loyal
subjects, peaceful and prosperous, she was inviting
those who took the required oath of allegiance
readily, in order to secure a rich bounty of land, but
whose ultimate purpose was the annexation of
Florida to the United States. These came in large
numbers and soon were openly advocating, annexation.
But Spain’s generosity with her Florida land also
brought Zephaniah Kingsley, who hoped that
Florida would ever remain a Spanish colony.
Spanish territory would furnish a base from which
slaves could easily be smuggled across an unsettled
and unguarded border. This prospect, with the
opportunity to obtain extensive areas of rich soil
from a temporarily beneficent government as a base
for his profitable slave trade, brought Kingsley just
in time to fix his right to a grant of 3,300 acres
under the liberal edict of 1790. 1
Little is known of Kingsley before he came to
Florida. Though a careless and inconsistent speller
-a not unusual fault of the period-his published
and private writings demonstrate that he was well
educated. A letter to his attorney, General Joseph
M. Hernandez, was written, just a month before his
death, in a firm, clear and legible handwriting. 2
Other scattered fragments of his private papers and
accounts are extant in the public records. They
manifest volubility in expression and exactitude in
1. American State Papers, Public Lands, Vol IV, p. 748.
2. Record of Proceedings for Administration of Estate of
Zephaniah Kingsley, County Judge’s court, Duval county, Fla.
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accounting. It is reasonable to assume that his
private writings and records were voluminous. What
became of them will probably always remain a
mystery. His miscegenetic descendents who might
have been desirous of preserving the memory of
his career, were thwarted and defeated by laws
designed to deprive them of their liberty and property and even forbade them residence in the land
of their birth. It is probably due to the fact that
one of his sisters was the grandmother of a distinguished artist that a meager record of his
geneology has been preserved. 3
In Bow Church, Cheapside, London, on September
29, 1763, Zephaniah Kingslay, the father of our
subject, was married to Isabella Johnstone of
Tweedside, Scotland. Eight children were born of
this marriage. The first six of these were natives of
Scotland and England. The seventh child, a
daughter, was born in Charleston, South Carolina,
in 1774, and the last, Martha, in New Jersey in 1775.
This last daughter married a McNeill. Their
daughter, Anna, married George Washington
Whistler, and became the inspiration and model
for the best known painting by her son, James
McNeill Whistler.
The Kingsleys migrated from England to Charleston in 1773 where Zephaniah the elder became a
prominent and successful merchant. The (Charleston) South Carolina Gazette of Monday, November
28, 1774, reported the arrival from London on the
previous Tuesday of the Ship “Brittania” under
command of Captain Samuel Ball, Jr., having on
board seven cases of tea, subject to tax. Three eases
were consigned to Mr. Zephaniah Kinstey (the
name was so spelled in several Charleston news3. McNeil-Whistler genealogical records in possession of Mrs.
George Couper Gibbs
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paper articles of the period, though more frequently
appearing as “Kingsley”). “The Committee of
Observation summoned Capt. Ball who readily attended” and satisfied the committee that the objectionable part of the cargo was loaded without
his knowledge. On Thursday, the newspaper reports an “oblation was made to Neptune.” Each
consignee having emptied into the river the contents
of the chests intended for him. 4
In the Act For The Confiscation of Estates
adopted by the South Carolina Assembly February
26, 1782, Zephaniah Kingsley was banished from the
colony and his estate confiscated because he was one
of the “Petitioners to the British Commandant of
Charles Town to be armed as loyal militia.” 5
Z EPHANIAH K INGSLEY
Zephaniah Kingsley, the second child, was born
in Scotland December 4, 1765. The only other facts
available about his life prior to his settlement in
Spanish Florida in 1803 are gleaned from scant
references in his published writings on sociology
and political economy. From these, it is known that
he operated extensively and successfully in the
slave trade with Brazil and the West Indies. This
was to continue as his major activity in his new
home, where his desire to roam was vicariously
gratified by frequent changes of the complexion
of the government under which he lived.
Though unsympathetic with the traitorous
schemes of other beneficiaries of Spain’s liberality,
he came near suffering the loss of the rich grant
of land to which he was entitled. This right was
immediately denied by Governor White because
4. South Carolina Historical and Genealogical Magazine, No. 3,
p. 212, et sequitur
5. South Carolina Historical and Genealogical Magazine, No. 34,
pp. 194-6
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the edict of 1790 was recalled by him very shortly
after Kingsley took the required oath, and before
he had brought his retinue of slaves upon which
the extent of the allotment was determined. But
Kingsley finally established his right to the grant
as is disclosed in the following certificate, made
January 27, 1814, by Entralgo, Notary pro tem. of
Government :
“In the most ample and proper manner, I certify and attest
that, in various proceedings filed in the archives under my charge,
it appears that Don Zephaniah Kingsley has introduced into
this province, for the cultivation of lands, 74 negroes as his
property, viz. 25 of them in the schooner Laurel, from the port
of St. Thomas, the 5th of May, 1804 ; 10 ditto, the 25th of June,
of the same year, in the schooner Laurel, alias Juanita, from
Havana; 16 ditto in the sloop Fish (Pez) from Charleston, the
15th of July, 1806; 3 ditto in the schooner Esther, from the
Havana, the 21st of October, 1806; and 10 ditto in6 the schooner
Industry, from Georgia, the 9th of March, 1808."

Not waiting for his claim to be allowed, the affluent settler went immediately about the acquisition
by purchase of plantations and a residence. The
latter he first established in St. Augustine, but this
was soon changed, perhaps because of the critical
attitude of the people of the town towards his
unusual domestic establishment. He settled at
Laurel Grove, the first property he acquired on becoming a citizen of Florida. 7 There he lived until
he moved for the last time to Fort George Island
in 1813. 8 Laurel Grove was situated on a high and
beautiful bluff just to the south of the present town
of Orange Park in Clay county. There is an excellent map of the plantation in the record of a case in
the Supreme Court of the United States. (37 U. S.
476). In fact, virtually the only sources of information regarding Kingsley and his activities in Florida
6. Am. St. Papers, Public Lands, Vol. 4.
7. Am. St.. Papers, Public Lands, Vol. 4, p. 440
8. Transcript of record in case of U. S. vs. Kingsley, 37 U. S. 476.
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now extant, are found in records of the proceedings
of the administration of his estate, various suits
in which he and his executors were involved, and
of instruments affecting the titles to lands which
he owned.
In a brief period, Kingsley acquired many of the
beauty spots along the lower St. Johns river and its
environs. Some of the outstanding exceptions were
already occupied by prosperous planters whose
descendants still own the sites of the manor houses.
Among the well-known sites which Kingsley owned
and identified by their current names were Drayton’s
Island, in the northern end of Lake George; Ft.
George Island; St. Johns Bluff; and San Jose and
Beauclerc in Duval county. The latter plantation
was left by his will to his nephew, Charles I. McNeill,
who was a brother of Whistler’s mother. It is to
be assumed that the beauty of the locations he purchased was only an accompaniment to the productivity of the soil which attracted him.
Though primarily a slave trader, he engaged
extensively in shipping to facilitate the importation
of his stock, and in agriculture to furnish a training
school for them. Thus he got the raw material in
Africa (no doubt with the help of his primary
father-in-law), and eventually delivered to his
purchaser an artisan, profiting from the byproducts
in the process.
Exercising discrimination in selection at the
source, practicing the most considerate and effective
methods and policies in their training, and providing for their pleasure and comfort with shrewd
foresight, as well as for humanitarian reasons, he
offered to the public slaves which were strong in
mind, wind and limb. By this providential care, he
was enabled to ask and receive an average of fifty
per cent above the market for ordinary slaves. His
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profits increased when a continuation of the traffic
entailed smuggling these superior articles of commerce across a poorly guarded border to southern
planters, always desirous of filling their quarters
with Kingsley’s “niggers,” and indifferent to the
legality of their introduction into the United States.
The complacency of the attitude of even the
United States authorities is strikingly illustrated
by the sequel to the capture of a shipload of three
hundred and fifty slaves that Kingsley was seeking
to land. The Coast Guard officer turned the Africans over to the only man accessible who was
capable of caring for them, Zephaniah Kingsley
himself; who immediately put them to work deepening and widening another channel for approach
to Fort George Island, which was his principal
training school and base.
He prospered in all of his activities, New crops
and improved types of old ones were introduced
into Florida by him. His efforts did much to develop the growing of citrus fruits and sea island
cotton. During one year the produce of his plantations brought him approximately ten thousand
dollars, an enormous return for those days in
Florida. After his death, his executor collected
$77,322.00 from the Treasury of the United States 9
for damages suffered to his property during
the activities, of the Indians and the so-called
Patriots, with whom the United States was indisputably and ingloriously connected. This was
one of the many claims the payment of which
was assumed by the United States under the 9th
article of the treaty of February 22, 1819 by which
Spain relinquished East and West Florida. A part
of the property for which this claim was allowed
9. U. S. Senate Ex. Doc. 82, 33d Congress, 1st Session
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was the home and establishment at Laurel Grove
which were burned. It was a curious twist of fate
that Kingsley’s estate was thus enriched through
the uprising of the Patriots in which he had a part
-more, however, through pressure from his associates than from his own convictions.
HIS BELIEFS

ON

SLAVERY

Slavery to Kingsley was a beneficient system of
society. In 1828 he published anonymously in its
defense:
A treatise on the patriarchal, or co-operative
system of society as it exists in some governments,
and colonies in America, and in the United States,
under the name of slavery, with its necessity and
advantages.
By An Inhabitant of Florida
The work appears to have been well received. A
second edition, acknowledged by the author, was
published in 1829. A third edition followed in 1833,
and a fourth in 1834. Originals of each of these
editions are extant. They appear to have been
privately printed.
He also wrote a lesser work under the title The
Rural Code of Haiti, which was published in 1837.
An original of this is in the library of American
Antiquarian Society, Worcester, Massachusetts.
“Slavery,” he says in the Treatise, “is a necessary state of control from which no condition of
society can be perfectly free. The term is applicable
to and fits all grades and conditions in almost every
point of view, whether moral, physical, or political.”
The preface of the second edition concludes:
“The idea of slavery, when associated with cruelty and injustice, is revolting to every philanthropic

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol23/iss3/3

8

May: Zephaniah Kingsley, Nonconformist (1765-1843)

ZEPHANIAH

KINGSLEY,

NONCONFORMIST

153

mind; but when that idea is associated with justice,
and benevolence, slavery, commonly so called,
easily amalgamates with the ordinary conditions
of life.
“To counteract the existing prejudice against
slavery, by making it evident that the condition of
slaves may be equally happy and more independent
of the ordinary evils of life, than that of the common
class of whites denominated free-that they are
now equally, virtuous, moral and less corrupted
than the ordinary class of laboring whites :-that
their labor is far more productive-that they yield
more support and benefit to the State; which, under
a well regulated system of management, is better
fitted to endure a state of war than it would be with
an equal number of free white people of ordinary
means and condition; and finally, that the slave or
Patriarchal System of Society (so often commiserated as a subject of deep regret) which constitutes
the bond of social compact of the Southern seaboard
of the United States, is better adapted for strength,
durability and independence, than any other state
of society hitherto adopted. To endeavor to prove
all this, and to destroy the prejudices existing
against slavery, under the circumstances with which
it is now associated in the South, is the object of
the present essay ; dedicated to the people of
Florida, and to political economists throughout the
Southern States, by a votary of rational policy,
and most respectfully,
their humble servant,
Z. Kingsley.’’
The argument of the Treatise undertakes to demonstrate that the negro is ideally suited to agricultural activities in tropical countries which soon
destroy the whites who undertake manual labor
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there, and that the temperament of the negro renders him happier and more productive under rigid
control.
At the end of this work he turned aside from the
theme of his argument to justify his own strange
way of life.
“The intermediate grades of color are not only
healthy, but when condition, is favorable, they are
improved in shape, strength and beauty, and susceptible of every amelioration. Daily experience
shows that there is no natural antipathy between
the castes on account of color; and it only requires
to repeal laws as impolitic as they are unjust and
unnatural ; which confound beauty, merit and condition in one state of infamy and degredation on
account of complexion, and to leave nature to find
out a safe and wholesome remedy for evils which,
of all others, are now the most deplorable, because
they are morally irreconcilable to the fundamental
principles of happiness and self preservation.”
This doctrine he supported not only by precept
but by examples-not in the secluded cabin of the
dusky favorite, but in the master’s bedrooms in
the manor houses. The first wife in time and position was Anna Madgigene Jai, the daughter of the
chief of a tribe supposedly located on the eastern
coast of Africa. She came to Florida with him in
1803 and presided over his principal residence as
his wife and its mistress until forced into exile to
Haiti about 1835 with her children by laws of the
territory inimical to the peace and prosperity of
free people of color. From contemporary verbal
descriptions of her physical characteristics it is
evident that she was not a pure negroid, but probably of mixed Arabian descent. She was the mother
of his favorite children, who were nurtured in luxury
and given excellent European educations.
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Following the traditions of the East, where he
spent much of his early life, there were lesser wives
and their progeny: Flora H. Kingsley, of Camp
New Hope ; Sarah M. Kingsley and her mulatto
son, Micanopy ; 10 and Munsilna McGundo and her
daughter, Fatima, 11 and probably others.
Death came to Kingsley in 1843. The critical attitude of the society in which he lived probably
explains the brevity of his obituary, which first appeared in the St. Augustine News of September 30,
1843:
OBITUARY. At New York, on the 13th inst. Mr. Zephaniah
Kingsley, of Duval County, East Florida, aged 78 years.

His death was duly registered in the city of New
York.
The file of the proceedings for the administration
of his estate in the Probate court for Duval county
furnishes the most valuable source of material recording his activities in Florida. Under the laws
of the territory of Florida the will was probated in
what is now the Circuit court but when Florida became a state in 1845; the proceedings for the administration of his estate were transferred to the County
Judge’s court for Duval county. In the Jacksonville
fire of May 3, 1901, all the records of the Circuit
court were destroyed but those in the County
Judge’s court were deposited in a vault which protected them. To these circumstances is attributable
the fact that the original will was destroyed but
most of the records of the proceeds of the administration of the estate were preserved. A copy of
the will appears in the record of the case of Broward
vs. Kingsley (19 Fla. 722) in the Supreme Court of
Florida.
10. Will of Zephaniah Kingsley. Copy in transcript of record
of the case of Kingsley vs. Broward, 19 Fla. 722
11. Trust deed from Zephaniah Kingsley to George Kingsley
dated July 20, 1831, recorded August 19, 1836 in Former
Public Records of Duval county, Fla.
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His will was bitterly contested by his collateral
relatives, including Whistler’s mother. The complaint was that it was against public policy to permit
a man to give his wealth to progeny of miscegenation. The will was finally upheld and though the
estate was considerably depleted by improvident
administration, the natural heirs finally obtained a
considerable amount of money in the distribution
under the terms of his will.
In the will he touched upon several phases of his
philosophy. His concern for the treatment which
would be accorded his slaves appears in the ninth
and tenth paragraphs :
“Should I leave any slaves, I earnestly recommend to my Executors not to separate the families
by selling them individually without their consent,
if to be avoided.
“It is my will and I do hereby authorize my Executors not to separate the families, but to allow to
any of my slaves the privilege of purchasing their
freedom at one-half the price of their valuation, on
consideration of their migrating to Hayti, if they
cannot be allowed to stay as free in this Territory.”
His attitude towards conventional religion is displayed in the eighth paragraph:
“I do hereby order and direct, that whenever I
may happen to die, that my body be buried in the
nearest, most convenient place without any religious
ceremony whatever, and that it may be excused
from the usual indiscreet formalities and parade of
washing, dressing, etc., or exposure in any way, but
removed just as it died to the common burying
ground.’’
From information furnished by his previously
mentioned death certificate, we find that these wishes
were not respected. The body was turned over to

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol23/iss3/3

12

May: Zephaniah Kingsley, Nonconformist (1765-1843)

Z EPHANIAH

K INGSLEY ,

N ONCONFORMIST

157

an undertaker and was buried in a Quaker cemetery
in the city of New York.
The solicitude he felt for the anomalous position
in society occupied by his families is set forth in
the eleventh paragraph:
“I do hereby appoint Kingsley B. Gibbs, George
Kingsley and Benjamin A. Putnam, as Guardians
to my infant natural children, amongst whom I acknowledge all of those of Flora H. Kingsley of Camp
New Hope, also Sara Murphy’s mulatto child Micanopy now in Hayti. I do also solemnly enjoin my
colored and natural children, that seeing the illiberal
and inequitable laws of this Territory will not afford to them and to their children that protection
and justice, which is due in civilized society to every
human being ; Always to keep by them a Will, ready
made and legally executed, directing the disposal
of their property, after their death until they can
remove themselves and properties to some land of
liberty and equal rights, where the conditions of
society are governed by some law less absurd than
that of color. This I strongly recommend, nor do I
know in what light the law may consider my acknowledged wife, Anna Madgigene. Jai, as our
connubial relations took place in a foreign land,
where our marriage was celebrated and solemnized
by her native African custom although never celebrated according to the forms of Christian usage;
yet she has always been respected as my wife and
as such I acknowledge her, nor do I think that her
truth, honor, integrity, moral conduct or good sense
will lose in comparison with anyone.”
To escape the severe laws of the Territory of
Florida relating to free people of color, about 1835
Kingsley established Anna Madgigene Jai and
her children, together with some of his lesser wives
and their children, in Hayti. He was on his way
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there to visit them when he died in New York.
Following the end of the War for Southern Independence, Anna Madgigene Jai returned to Duval
county where she continued to reside until she died
some time prior to June 18, 1870, when her will
was probated in the County Judge’s court for Duval
county. The principal beneficiary under her will
was Martha Baxter, a daughter of Zephaniah and
Anna, who had married a white man, as did also
their daughter Mary Sammis. The latter predeceased her mother. Anna had filed a claim against
the United States founded on the depredations following the uprising of the Patriots in 1813. It was
curiously listed in the United States Senate report
on these claims in the name of “Madgiqure, Ann,
alias A. Kingsley.” It was not allowed.
However and with what reason his principles of
sociology may be condemned, his courageous loyalty
to them inspires admiration. Another distinguished
and contemporaneous disciple of these principles
was George J. F. Clarke who took an even more
important part in each stage of the public affairs
of Northeast Florida during that period. 12
Kingsley prospered not because of the soundness
of his theories, but because he was one of those rare
individuals whose unusual courage, vision, intelligence, adaptability and industry would have also
made him a leader under any other conditions.
Though he did great and continuing violence to
the conventions of a society more critical than that
of the present day, his talents were recognized by
four different governmental authorities under whose
dominion he lived in Florida.
Finally, he was selected by the President of the
United States to serve as a member of the second
Legislative Council of the Territory of Florida. By
12. See Florida Historical Quarterly, XXI. 197 (Jan. 1943)
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the act of Congress creating the territory it was
provided that the Legislative Council should consist
of “the Governor and 13 of the most fit and discreet persons of the territory,” so Kingsley apparently was of that category.

Published by STARS, 1944

15

